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INTRODUCTION
Oneofthechallengesofteachingaforeignorsecondlanguageisfindingwaysto
involvestudentsinclassroomconversation,andthenattheendofthetermtoevaluatetheir
progressindevelopingconversationskills.DuringmytimeteachingFreshmanEnglish(FE)
atAsiaUniversity(AU),1havecreatedandadaptedaseriesofexercisesaimedatdeveloping
conversationskillsthatfocusonaskingquestions(Nattress,inpress).Attheendthe
semester,Igivestudentsanoralexaminationtoevaluatetheirachievementduringthe
semesterandtodiagnosestudents'speakingdifficulties(Underbill,1987).Thisarticlegives
abriefdescriptionoftheexercisesusedtoprepareforthetestandexplainstheoraltest
procedureandgradingmethod.Asamplegradesheetisincludedattheendofthearticle.
Mygoalinusinganoralexaminationistwo-fold.First,Iusethetesttomotivatethe
studentsinthisrequiredlanguagecoursetoparticipateinthespeakingexercisesweusein
class.Weaver(2001)notesthathavingatestdeadlinefocusesstudents'attentionthroughout
thesemester.1findthistobetrue.Mystudentsaremoreinclinedtomaintainconversations
inEnglish,ratherthanintheirnativelanguage,whentheyknowthattheywillbetestedon
theirabilitytocarryonanEnglishconversation.
Secondly,1usethetestasawaytoassessboththestudents'learning,andmyown
teaching,duringthesemester.Thegoalinourspeakingexercisesistoimprovespoken
communicationandfluency・ThemainspeakinggoalformyFEstudentsinthefirstsemester
istobeabletocarryonaconversationwithapartnerinEnglishfor5minuteswithnooutside
assistanceorprompting.Tovaryingdegrees,allofmystudents,inthelasttwoyearsthat1
haveadministeredthistest,havemetthisgoal.
STUDENTPREPARATION
Thepreparatoryexercises1usearedesignedtobuildstudent'sspeakingskillsand
confidencethroughaskingquestions.Inthefirstexercises,studentshavethesupportof
writingquestionswithapartner.Theythenprogressthroughmoreopenexercisesinwhich
studentpairsworktogethertoaskfollow-upquestions,andontoindividualstudentsasking
theirownfollow-upquestions.Bytheendofthesemester,pairsofstudentsarecarryingon
extendedconversationsinconversationchains(BessandBess,1999),inwhichtheyconverse
forseveralminutesonagiventopic,thenchangepartners.Bothstudentsinapairare
encouragedtoaskquestionsandfollow-upquestions.Theyareremindedthatiftheirpartner
isn'tspeaking,theyshouldaskthatpartneraquestion.Inadditiontotheseexercises,Iuse
exercises廿omourtextbook(Lee,1998)thatfocusonkeepingaconversationgoingby
askinggeneralquestions,9ivinglonganswers,andshowingverbalinterestwhilelisteningto
theirpartnerspeak.
Inspeakingsessions,1havestudentsspeakwithmanydifferentpartnerstohelpthem
becomeaccustomedtospeakingwithpeoplethathavedifferentabilitylevels,speaking
patterns,andaccents.Havingtonegotiatemeaningwithdifferentinterlocutorshelpsstudents
buildtheirconversationskillsandspeakingconfidence・Toeaseanypre-testanxiety,Iallow
thestudentstochoosethepartnertheywillconversewithduringthespeakingtest,andthen
workwiththatpartnerduringthefinalpracticesessionsbeforethetest・Ireservetherightto
assignadifferentpartnerifstudentpairsseemgreatlymismatchedinabilitylevelor
temperament(Weaver,2001).
THESPEAKINGTEST:FORMAT
MyFreshmanEnglishclasssizeisusuallyaround24students・Wemeetfor45-
minuteclassperiods.Thisallowsmetoschedulesixpairsperperiodintoroughlyeight-
minutetimeslotsandfinishmyoraltestingintwoclassperiods.Theeightminutesgenerally
allowsenoughtimeforstudentstocompletetheirfive-minuteconversations.
IarrangethedeskssothatthestudentsandIsitinatriangle,withthestudentsfacing
eachother.Bothstudentsarethengivenalistofthreequestionstohelpthembegintheir
conversations.Thequestionshavebeencreatedfromtextbookthemesandgrammarthatare
familiartothestudents.1usequestionsthatareeasytounderstandformylevelofstudents.
Therearenosurpriseortrickquestions.Thequestionsaremerelyusedtohelpthestudents
begintheirconversations.
Thestudentschooseoneofthethreequestionsfromtheirlistthattheythink
introducesatopicthattheycouldeasilydiscuss,andthendecidewhowillaskthefirst
question.Thisstudentasksthefirstquestionandthetwostudentscontinuetotalkonthis
subjectforaslongastheycan.Theirgoalistotalkfor5minutesonthefirstquestion・If
theyareunabletocontinuetheirconversationonthetopicgeneratedbythefirstquestion,the
secondstudentmaythenaskhisorherchosenquestion.1listenandmarkmygradesheetas
theyspeak.
THESPEAKINGTEST:GRADING
Thegoaloftheoralexaminafionistoassessimprovementoverthesemesterinthe
students'abilitytocommunicateorallywithapartnerinEnglish,andtodiagnosestudents'
speakingerrors.Idonotgradestrictlyontheseoralexaminations,norgradeforgrammar
usage.Thisisafluencyassessment.Bythetimethestudentslaketheoralexamination,they
havealreadycompletedawrittentestbasedontextbookmaterial,includinggrammar.I
believethatsucceedingonthesetestshelpstobuildthestudents'speakingconfidence・The
gradingsystemIuseisdesignedsothatsuccessontheoralexamisanattainablegoalforall
ofmystudents.
Gradingoralexaminationsisbynatureasubjectiveprocess.Underbill(1987)notes
thatthoughoraltests"involveasubjectivejudgment…thehumanaspectofthatjudgmentis
preciselywhatmakesthemvaluableanddesirable.Whenwetestaperson'sabilityto
performinaforeignlanguage,wewanttoknowhowwelltheycancommunicatewithother
people."IkeepthisinmindasIammarkingmygradesheetduringtheexaminations.Ifthe
studentsarecommunicatingwitheachotherandIcanunderstandthem,theyaresucceeding
onthetest.
Duringthetest,Ilistentothestudents'conversationstoheariftheymeettheprimary
goalofconversinginEnglishfor5minutesusingonlyoneinitialstarterquestion.Iamalso
listeningforwhetherornotbothpartnersaskquestionsandfollow-upquestions,andgive
relativelylonganswers.Theyearnsomepointsforgoodeyecontactwiththeirpartner,and
forspeakingclearlysothatIamabletoeasilyunderstandwhattheysay.
1givebonuspointsfortheuseofcertainphrases,suchasthoseusedtoshowinterest
whilelisteningtotheirpartner'sanswers.Studentshavelearnedthesephrasesfromtheir
textbook.Givingbonuspointsseemstomotivatestudentstotrytofitalittleextraintotheir
conversations.Notrequiringtheuseofthesephrasesallowslowerlevelstudentstofocus
moreontheirquesfionsandanswers,andnotbedistractedbyalargearrayofrequiredpoints
theymustaddressintheirconversations.Manystudentsarechallengedbytheabilitytoearn
bonuspoints.
Underbill(1987)suggeststhatusingascalefrom0to2foreachgradingcategoryis
optimalforscoringsuchoralexaminationsquickly,asthestudentsspeak,butIfindthatthis
dependsonthegoalsofthetest.Mycategoriesrangefrom1to10points.(SeeThe
SpeakingTestGradeSheetattheendofthisarticle.)Consideringthegoalsofthisoral
examinafion,Iweightmypointcategoriestoemphasizethegoalsofcommunicafionand
fluency．Onethirdofthefinalscoreofthetest(10pointsof30possiblepoints)isgivenfor
beingabletocontinuetheconversationforfiveminutes・Thishelpstoremindthestudents
thattheirmaingoalistokeeptheconversationgoing・Inaddition,theyaregivenpointsfor
askingfollow-upquestions(6points),givinglonganswers(6points),andaskingnew
questions(3points)．Igivefewerpointsintheothercategories.Inthesecategories,students
mayearnpointsforusingonlyonestarterquestionfromthelistthat1givethem(2points).
eyecontact(1point),andspeakingclearly(2points).Thesesmallerpointcategoriesare
designedtofocusstudentattentiononthesepoints,yetthenumberofpointsforeach
indicatestheirrelativeimportance・Usingasmallerpointrangeinallofmycategorieswould
makeitdifficulttoweightthepointcategoriesasIdo・Idoagree,however,thatkeepingthe
numberofpointsinanycategoryrelativelysmallmakesiteasiertoscoresuchoral
examinationsastheconversationsaretakingplace.
Thisoralexaminationprocesshasbeenasuccessfulmethodformetomotivatemy
studentsduringtheirin-classspeakingactivities,toassesstheirprogressduringthesemester,
andtodiagnosetheirareasoflanguagedifficulty.Italsoprovidesmewithusefulfeedback
onthesuccessofclassroomactivitiesIusedthroughoutthesemester・Iamabletothenuse
thisinformationinfollowingsemesters.Ifindthisformofassessmenttobevaluabletomy
studentsandtomeasateacher.
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